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Abstract
Background: The role of neuroinflammation in motor neuron death of amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (ALS) is
unclear. The human mutant superoxide dismutase-1 (hmSOD1)-expressing murine transgenic model of ALS has
provided some insight into changes in microglia activity during disease progression. The purpose of this study was
to gain further knowledge by characterizing the immunological changes during disease progression in the spinal
cord and peripheral nerve using the more recently developed hmSOD1 rat transgenic model of ALS.
Methods: Using immunohistochemistry, the extent and intensity of tissue CD11b expression in spinal cord, lumbar
nerve roots, and sciatic nerve were evaluated in hmSOD1 rats that were pre-clinical, at clinical onset, and near disease
end-stage. Changes in CD11b expression were compared to the detection of MHC class II and CD68 microglial
activation markers in the ventral horn of the spinal cord, as well as to the changes in astrocytic GFAP expression.
Results: Our study reveals an accumulation of microglia/macrophages both in the spinal cord and peripheral nerve
prior to clinical onset based on CD11b tissue expression. The microglia formed focal aggregates in the ventral horn and
became more widespread as the disease progressed. Hypertrophic astrocytes were not prominent in the ventral horn
until after clinical onset, and the enhancement of GFAP did not have a strong correlation to increased CD11b
expression. Detection of MHC class II and CD68 expression was found in the ventral horn only after clinical onset. The
macrophages in the ventral nerve root and sciatic nerve of hmSOD1 rats were observed encircling axons.
Conclusions: These findings describe for the first time in the hmSOD1 rat transgenic model of ALS that
enhancement of microglia/macrophage activity occurs pre-clinically both in the peripheral nerve and in the spinal
cord. CD11b expression is shown to be a superior indicator for early immunological changes compared to other
microglia activation markers and astrogliosis. Furthermore, we suggest that the early activity of microglia/
macrophages is involved in the early phase of motor neuron degeneration and propose that studies involving
immunomodulation in hmSOD1transgenic models need to consider effects on macrophages in peripheral nerves
as well as to microglia in the spinal cord.

Background
In addition to motor neuron loss and paralysis, evidence
of reactive microglia/macrophages and astrocytes is
observed in motor regions of the CNS in sporadic and
familial amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (ALS) [1,2], as well
as in the ALS animal models of transgenic mice and
* Correspondence: bharris@Dartmouth.Edu
Department of Pathology, Dartmouth Medical School, One Medical Center
Drive, Lebanon, New Hampshire 03756, USA

rats expressing human mutant SOD1 (hmSOD1) [3-7].
The role of the microglia and/or infiltrating macrophages in motor neuron degeneration has been difficult
to ascertain and is the focus of several reviews [8,9].
Although administration of immunosuppressive drugs
early in disease development has extended survival in
the transgenic mouse model of ALS [10-12], such treatment has not been successful in clinical trials for ALS
to date [13-17].
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Increased gene expression for several cytokines has
been identified early in disease development in spinal
cord tissues from hmSOD1 transgenic mice and rats
[18-21]. Onset and progression of reactive microglia or
infiltrating macrophages have also been reported previously. Microglia identified with CD11b, a constitutive
marker of myeloid cells, are increased at clinical onset
and increase further by disease end-stage in the
hmSOD1 murine model [6,22]. The extent of CD11b
expression is also elevated in the hmSOD1 rat model
even prior to clinical onset [5]. Cells expressing MHC
class II occur after clinical onset in hmSOD1 mice [3],
whereas induction of CD68 expression has been
reported pre-clinically [23]. The onset of various microglial activation markers has not been fully explored in
the rat model or altogether throughout disease
progression.
Although gliosis is well documented along with neurodegeneration in the CNS, motor axons in the peripheral
nervous system (PNS) are also lost early in disease
development [24-26]. Accumulation of macrophages in
sciatic nerve and ventral nerve root has been described
when the murine hmSOD1 model was initially developed [25], but little is known regarding their progression
or their occurrence in the rat model.
Using the hmSOD1 transgenic rat model of ALS, we
investigate the progression of reactive microglia in the
spinal cord and macrophage activity in the PNS. We
describe for the first time in the rat model that in addition to the early enhancement of microglial CD11b
expression in the ventral horn, macrophages accumulate
in the ventral nerve root and sciatic nerve pre-clinically.
Also, astrogliosis and other microglia activation markers
(MHC class II and CD68) occur in the ventral horn
later in disease development relative to the enhancement of CD11b expression.
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containing water (9.5 μl), 10× buffer (2 μl), Q (4 μl),
dNTP (0.4 μl), 20 μM forward and reverse primers (1 μl
each), and TAQ (1 μl). Positive bands were detected
with ethidium bromide on 1% agarose electrophoresis
gels that were run with confirmed positive and negative
hmSOD1 controls. Rat GAPDH primer served as a
control.
Animals were allowed to feed ad libitum with two or
three rats per cage, and both water and food were
always within reach of animals through to end-stage of
disease. Weighing and scoring of motor deficits were
performed by an examiner blinded to the genotype of
the animals. Weights were recorded twice per week
before 90 days of age and then four times per week
thereafter. Gait and limb paralysis was assessed for all
animals during weighing sessions and each limb was
recorded as having paresis (limping with limited range
of motion) or paralysis (no movement). Each rat was
assigned a score based on the number and state of
affected limbs as shown in Table 1 (unpublished scoring
developed by D. Howland, Wyeth Research, Princeton,
New Jersey). Tissues were collected from hmSOD1 rats
and assessed based on age or categorized into four disease stages (Table 2): 1) early pre-clinical; 2) late preclinical; 3) clinical onset (normal gait, but stopped gaining weight) 4) disease end-stage (limb paralysis and 20%
loss in maximum weight ). Tissues from age-matched
wild-type littermates were also collected.
Immunohistochemistry

Cervical-thoracic and lumbar segments of spinal cord
that were approximately 2 cm in length and both sciatic
nerves were rapidly dissected from hmSOD1 and wildtype rats ranging from 60 to 130 days of age following
CO 2 euthanasia. Spinal cords were prepared for

Table 1 Limb paralysis scoring of hmSOD1 rats

Methods

score Number of Affected Limbs

Limb Phenotype

Animals

8

0

normal gait and range of motion

Hemizygous hmSOD1 (G93A, L26H line) rats on a
Sprague-Dawley background were obtained from Taconic Farms (Germantown, NY). The Institutional Animal
Care and Use Committee at Dartmouth College
approved all experimental protocols. The colony was
subsequently maintained by breeding hmSOD1 male
rats with wild-type Sprague-Dawley females. About one
half of the offspring carried the SOD1 mutation; they
were identified at three weeks of age by genotyping for
human SOD1 with tissue from ear punches that was
digested overnight at 55°C in 200 μl DirectPCR lysis
reagent (Viagen Biotech Inc., Los Angeles, CA) containing 2 mg/ml of proteinase K (Roche Diagnostics, Inianapolis, IN). Solutions were vortexed, heated at 85°C for
45 min, and 1 μl was added to a PCR mastermix

7
6

1
1

paresis
paralysis

5
4

2

paresis

2

1 paresis, 1 paralysis

3

paresis

2

paralysis

3

2 paresis, 1 paralysis

3

3

1 paresis, 2 paralysis

2

4
3

3 paresis, 1 paralysis
paralysis

4

2 paresis, 2 paralysis

1

4

1 paresis, 3 paralysis

0

4

paralysis

Scoring criteria of motor impairment in hmSOD1 rats based on detection of
limb paresis (limited movement) and paralysis (no movement).
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Table 2 Details of hmSOD1 rats per disease stages
Disease Stage

Number of
Animals
(male, female)

Average Age in Days +/SD

Average Recent Weight Change* in g/day
+/- SD

Average Motor Score** +/SD

Early PreClinical

4 (3,1)

70.5 +/- 6.6

3.2 +/- 1.5

8

Late PreClinical

5 (4,1)

90.8 +/- 1.6

2.7 +/- 0.9

8

Clinical Onset

5 (4,1)

105.2 +/- 5.0

-0.3 +/- 1.0

8

End-Stage

6 (4,2)

119.5 +/- 5.5

-10.0 +/- 3.9

3.5 +/- 1.0

Number, age, and clinical phenotype of hmSOD1 rats in each disease stage that were used for histological analysis. SD represents standard deviation. *Recent
Weight change was recorded over a 10 day period. **See Table 1 for criteria of motor scoring.

immunohistochemistry by two methods. (1) Fresh-frozen tissues were submerged in OCT-embedding medium (Sakura, Tokyo, Japan) for 5 min, then snap-frozen
and stored at -80°C. (2) Paraformaldehyde-immersed tissues were immediately fixed in 4% buffered paraformaldehyde for 2 h at 4°C, rinsed with PBS, and stored
overnight in 30% sucrose solution. These tissues were
then immersed in room temperature OCT for 15 min,
then rapidly frozen, and stored at -80°C. Spinal cords
segments from similarly aged hmSOD1 and wild-type
rats were embedded within the same OCT sectioning
block. Seven-micron thick transverse-sections were cut
with a cryostat microtome (Leica Microsystems, Deerfield, IL) and mounted on Superfrost/Plus microscope
slides (Thermo Fisher Scientific, Waltham, MA). Freshfrozen sections were immediately fixed in cryostat temperature methanol for one minute and subsequent steps
were performed in 0.5 M Tris-HCl buffer. Paraformaldehyde -immersed sections involved no further fixation
and were performed in 0.1 M PBS. Blocking and subsequent antibody solutions contained 1% bovine serum
albumin and 1% normal serum from goat or fetal
bovine. Sections were treated with primary antibodies
overnight at 4°C. Tissue sections without primary antibody were used to control for background staining.
Microglia and macrophages were labeled with mouse
anti-CD11b (OX-42 supernatant). The OX-42 antibody
to rat CD11b is superior relative to antibodies to murine
CD11b. Rabbit anti-Iba1 (1:650; Wako Chemicals USA,
Richmond, VA), mouse anti-CD68 (ED1; 1:300; Serotec,
Raleigh, NC), and MHC class II (OX-6 supernatant)
were also used to label microglia/macrophages. Astrocytes were labeled with rabbit anti-GFAP (1:600; Dako,
Carpinteria, CA). Neurons were labeled with mouse
anti-NeuN (1:10,000; Millipore, Billerica, MA) or rabbit
anti-bIII-tubulin (1:2000; Millipore). Schwann cells were
labeled with rabbit anti-S100 (1:200; Sigma-Aldrich, St.
Louis, MO).
For diaminobenzidine (DAB)-stained sections, samples
were incubated for one hour with biotinylated horse
anti-mouse antibody (1:80; Vector Laboratories,

Burlingame, CA). Slides were rinsed and then incubated
for 15 min with 5% hydrogen peroxide in methanol
(fresh-frozen) or PBS (paraformaldehyde -immersed).
Sections were rinsed and stored in ABC solution (Vector
Laboratories) for 90 min. After rinsing, sections were
labeled with 1 mg/ml DAB (Sigma-Aldrich) containing
10 mM imidazole and 0.03% hydrogen peroxide for ten
minutes. Slides were rinsed, dehydrated, and coverslipped using Permount (Fisher Scientific) mounting
medium.
For fluorescence-labeled sections, goat anti-mouse
IgG1 (1:200), goat anti-mouse IgG2a (1:200), goat antimouse IgG (1:300), and/or goat anti-rabbit IgG conjugated to Alexa 568, Alexa 594, or Alexa 488 (Invitrogen,
Carlsbad, CA) were applied to the sections for two
hours at 37°C. Slides were rinsed and coverslips affixed
with Vectashield (Vector Laboratories) mounting media
supplemented with 4’,6-diamidino-2-phenylindole (1 μg/
ml, Sigma-Aldrich), and finally sealed with nail-polish.
Image analysis and statistics

Images were taken using a Hamamatsu (model C474295) or PixeLink (model PL-A662) digital camera
mounted on a wide-field fluorescence (Zeiss Axiophot)
or on a bright-field (Nikon Diophot-TMD) microscope.
Exposure times and magnification were kept constant
among comparison groups. Quantification of grey-scale
image files was performed using IPLab 3.6.5 software
(Scanalytics, Inc. Fairfax, VA). Immunohistochemical
staining was highlighted by setting the grey-level detection limits to a constant threshold, and the area of highlighted immunoreactivity was calculated as percent of
total area (extent) and average signal intensity of the
selected field. Tissues from hmSOD1 rats were compared directly to similar regions from wild-type rats that
were immunostained together on the same slide to
reduce technical variability.
For quantification of DAB-stained CD11b expression,
between 20 and 30 total tissue sections of each spinal
cord region were averaged together from each disease
stage; between 13 and 23 total cross-section samples of
nerves were averaged together per disease stage. The
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average area evaluated per region was 0.206 mm2 for
ventral horn, 0.258 mm2 for ventral white matter, 0.213
mm2 for dorsal horn, 0.121 mm2 for ventral nerve root,
0.150 mm 2 for dorsal nerve root, and 0.209 mm2 for
sciatic nerve.
For quantification of GFAP and CD11b expression
with dual immunofluorescence in the lumbar spinal
cord, between 6 and 9 different ventral horn regions
were averaged together per disease stage. The average
area evaluated within the ventral horn was 0.145 mm2.
Extent and intensity levels were expressed as a foldchange with respect to averaged values measured in
wild-type tissue. A Newman-Keuls test following an
ANOVA analysis was used to determine significance
among various disease stages from hmSOD1 tissues and
wild-type tissues. A student t-test was performed to
determine significance between hmSOD1 tissue from a
specific disease stage and age-matched wild-type tissue.
A p-value of less than 0.05 was considered significant.

Results
Clinical progression in hmSOD1 rat

All hmSOD1 rats used in this study lost weight and had
limb paralysis before 130 days of age while wild-type littermates continued to gain weight and never exhibited
paresis or paralysis (Fig. 1A-C). Prior to 95 days of age,
hmSOD1 rats gained weight at a similar rate as ageand sex-matched wild-type littermates (Fig. 1A). The
onset of weight loss and development of limb paralysis
occurred variably at ages 95-116 and 106-118 days,
respectively (Fig. 1A-C). Limb paralysis presented either
in a forelimb (2/7), hind limb (4/7), or simultaneously in
a fore- and hind limb (1/7). Onset of weight loss preceded the first sign of limb paralysis by an average of 11
days (Fig. 1D). For this study, disease stages were based
on weight change and detection of limb motor impairment as shown in Table 2.
Change in CD11b expression in spinal cord

Microglia were assessed in spinal cords for changes in
extent (occupied area) and intensity (average signal
intensity) of CD11b expression. In wild-type littermates,
microglia occupied 3.2% and 1.1% of the total tissue
area within the ventral horn and ventral white matter,
respectively, throughout the spinal cord. In hmSOD1
rats, the extent of CD11b expression increased in the
ventral horn and white matter with age (Figs. 2B,C and
3A,B). In early pre-clinical hmSOD1 rat, there was a 72
+/- 32% increase in the extent of expression relative to
wild-type tissue in the ventral horn with no significant
change in the adjacent white matter region. In late preclinical hmSOD1 rat, there was a 297 +/- 50% increase
in the ventral horn and a 40 +/- 10% increase in the
ventral white matter (Figs. 2B and 3C). A significant
increase in average tissue intensity of CD11b expression

Figure 1 Clinical onset and progression of disease. Weight loss
and limb motor abnormalities in hmSOD1 transgenic rats as a
function of age. (A) Weight in grams of male hmSOD1 (black) and
wild-type littermates (gray). (B) Weight expressed as percent of
maximum recorded weight in male (black) and female (gray)
hmSOD1 rats. (C) Limb paralysis motor score of male (black) and
female (gray) hmSOD1 rats. See Table 1 for scoring criteria. (D)
Average time between age of onset for weight loss and limb
paralysis relative to disease end-stage in hmSOD1 rats. *,
significantly different (P < 0.01, paired T test).
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relative to wild-type tissue was also detected in the ventral horn (6.0 +/- 0.9%) in late pre-clinical hmSOD1 rat
and in the ventral white matter (2.5 +/- 0.6%) during
clinical onset (Fig. 3D). The extent and intensity of
CD11b expression increased further as age and disease
progressed (Fig. 2B,C and 3A-D). No changes in CD11b
expression were measured in the dorsal horn until disease end-stage (Fig. 3C,D).
Changes in CD11b expression in nerve root and sciatic
nerve

Only a few CD11b-postive resident macrophages were
observed in nerve roots (0.25% of tissue area) and sciatic
nerves (0.58% of tissue area) from wild-type rats (Fig.
2D,F). In hmSOD1 rats, the extent of CD11b expression
increased in the ventral nerve roots and sciatic nerves
with age and disease progression (Fig. 2E,G and 4A-C).
In late pre-clinical hmSOD1 rat, the extent of CD11b
expression increased 189 +/- 55% in the ventral nerve
root and 236% +/- 59% in the sciatic nerve relative to
wild-type levels (Fig. 4C). No change in CD11b expression was measured in the dorsal nerve roots throughout
the course of disease (Fig. 4C).
Correlation of CD11b and GFAP expression in ventral
horn

GFAP-labeled astrocytes in the ventral horn of hmSOD1
rats were hypertrophic during later clinical stages of disease development, but not pre-clinically (Fig. 5A,B).
While increased extent and intensity of CD11b expression revealed a strong positive logarithmic correlation
(r2 = 0.72) throughout disease progression, the extent
and intensity of GFAP expression did not correlate (Fig.
6A,B). There was a moderate linear correlation (r 2 =
0.52) between increased extent of CD11b and GFAP
expression (Fig. 6C), but not between tissue intensity of
CD11b and GFAP (Fig. 6D).
Microglia aggregate in the ventral horns prior to clinical
onset

Microglia in the ventral horns of pre-clinical hmSOD1
rats were typically found in focal aggregates that were
identified with CD11b (Fig. 2B and 5A) or Iba1 (Fig. 5C)
markers. GFAP-labeled astrocytes did not cluster
together in the ventral horns early in disease (Fig. 5A)
and remained relatively dispersed at disease end-stage
(Fig. 5B). The intracellular labeling of Iba1 and nuclear
counterstain revealed a dense clustering pattern for the
microglia (Fig. 5C). These early focal clusters of microglia were often near, but rarely juxtaposed and never
observed fully encapsulating NeuN-labeled motor neurons (Fig. 5C). Activation markers CD68 and MHC class
II were observed in ventral horns of hmSOD1 rats after
clinical onset (Fig. 7D-F), but were not remarkably
expressed in pre-clinical rats even at sites of the focally
elevated CD11b expression (Fig. 7A-C).
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Macrophages in nerve root and sciatic nerve

The CD11b-labeled macrophages seen in ventral nerve
root and sciatic nerve from hmSOD1 rats typically
formed ring-like morphologies in pre-clinical hmSOD1
rats through to disease end-stage (Figs. 2E,G, 5D,E, and
7G). Co-labeling of CD11b and bIII-tubulin in ventral
nerve after clinical onset revealed many macrophages to
be partially encompassing individual nerve fibers or
forming complete ring-shapes at sites devoid of a bIIItubulin-labeled axon (Fig. 5D). Co-labeling of CD11b
and S100 showed the overall tissue architecture of
Schwann cells remained relatively unperturbed at endstage disease, while the macrophages were often juxtaposed between them and the axon (Fig. 5E). The nerve
macrophages in hmSOD1 rats expressed the macrophage marker CD68, but seldom expressed MHC class
II (Figs. 7G,I).

Discussion
It is clear that microglia and macrophages are involved
in the pathological processes of ALS and in the
hmSOD1 transgenic animal models of the disease. What
is uncertain is their role in pathogenesis and during the
evolving pathophysiological process. Further understanding of their changes with respect to disease development
is essential and may provide insight into their participation in motor neuron death. In this study, we evaluated
spinal microglia and macrophages in the PNS before
and after clinical manifestation in the transgenic
hmSOD1 (G93A) rat based primarily on the changes in
tissue expression of CD11b. This increasingly used
transgenic animal model of ALS is relatively new and
has not been as well characterized with regard to neuroinflammation and glial activation as the murine transgenic model. We show that microglia/macrophages are
active early in the disease process both in the ventral
horn where the soma of lower motor neurons reside
and along the path of their axons in the adjacent ventrolateral white matter region and peripheral nerve.
The hmSOD1 rats used in this study were categorized
as being pre-clinical, at clinical onset, or near disease
end-stage. Since a loss in weight gain preceded the
onset of limb paralysis, which has also been documented
in a separate transgenic line of hmSOD1 rat [27],
reduced rate of weight change was used to distinguish
between pre-clinical and clinical onset. Weight loss is
also an early clinical presentation in the murine model
and precedes more sensitive detections of motor dysfunction such as the paw grip endurance test [28]. The
average age of pre-clinical rats used in this analysis was
more than two weeks earlier than that the average age
of clinical onset. Limb paralysis was not yet present in
rats classified as at clinical onset.
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Figure 2 CD11b-labeld microglia/macrophages in spinal cord and nerve. Microglia or macrophages in the ventral spinal cord, ventral nerve
roots, and sciatic nerve as assessed by CD11b histological expression. (A) CD11b-labeled microglia are evenly distributed in the ventral horn (VH,
above dashed line) and in the ventral white matter (WM, below dashed line) of wild-type rats. (B) In pre-clinical hmSOD1 rats, focal increases in
CD11b expression are often observed in the ventral horn. (C) After clinical onset, the extent of CD11b expression increases in ventral horn and
to a lesser degree in the adjacent ventral white matter. Scale bar in panel A represents 200 μm for A-C. (D) There are very few CD11b-labeled
resident macrophages in ventral nerve roots of wild-type rats. (E) After clinical onset in hmSOD1 rats, there is an increase in macrophages in the
ventral nerve root. Scale bar in panel D represents 100 μm for D and E. (F) Very few CD11b-labeled resident macrophages are found in sciatic
nerve of wild-type rats. (G) After clinical onset in hmSOD1 rats, there is an increase in macrophages in the sciatic nerve. Scale bar in panel F
represents 100 μm for F and G.

In the ventral horn of pre-clinical rats, an enhancement of CD11b tissue expression and the formation of
microglia in focal aggregates were observed. Atypical
clusters of microglia have been described previously as
the cells fusing together to form multinucleated giant
cells of the Langhans type following clinical onset [5]. It
is difficult to prove that the microglia have fused and
formed giant cells based on immunohistochemical analysis alone, but the cytological appearance of irregular
plasmalemma borders and haphazard arrangement of
nuclei suggests that they are individual cells aggregating
rather than fused giant cells. The microglia may be

targeting degenerating neurons and in a process of neuronophagia in which phagocytes engulf a dying neuron.
However, we only found occasional neurons partially
encompassed by these formations at the pre-clinical
stage, and did not find neurons fully encircled. It is
plausible that at the time of neuronophagia the neuron
had degenerated to an extent that it no longer was identifiable with a marker such as NeuN. Yet, it is also
important to note that the activation markers CD68 and
MHC class II, which are normally upregulated in microglia during phagocytosis [29-32], did not co-localize
with these formations at pre-clinical stage of disease.
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Figure 3 Regional changes in CD11b expression in spinal cord.
Changes in the extent and intensity of DAB-stained CD11b
expression in spinal cord of hmSOD1 rats as a function of age or
disease stage. (A, B) The extent of CD11b expression relative to agematched wild-type levels is expressed as a function of age. Linear
regression slopes in the ventral horns of 0.12 ± 0.018 at the
cervical-thoracic level and 0.15 ± 0.028 at the lumbar level (A).
Linear regression slopes in the ventrolateral white matter are 0.05 ±
0.011 at the cervical-thoracic level and 0.069 ± 0.0107 at the lumbar
level (B). (C, D) The average extent (C) and intensity (D) of CD11b
expression relative to wild-type levels in spinal cord regions
expressed as a function of disease stage. Bars represent average +
SEM. #, significantly different compared to wild-type levels (P < 5 ×
10-5, Neuman-Keuls test). *, significantly different compared to levels
from only age-matched wild-type rats (P < 0.05, unpaired T test).
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Figure 4 Changes in CD11b expression in nerve roots and
sciatic nerve. Changes in the extent of DAB-stained CD11b
expression in lumbar nerve roots and sciatic nerves of hmSOD1 rats.
(A,B) The extent of CD11b expression relative to age-matched wildtype levels is expressed as a function of age. Linear regression
slopes are 1.7 ± 0.45 in the ventral nerve roots (A) and 0.21 ± 0.063
in the sciatic nerve (B). (C) The average extent of CD11b expression
relative to wild-type levels is expressed as a function of disease
stage. Bars represent average + SEM. ND, not determined. #,
significantly different compared to wild-type levels (P < 0.0005,
Neuman-Keuls test). *, significantly different compared to levels from
only age-matched wild-type rats (P < 0.05, unpaired T test).

Alternatively, microglia may not be responding to a
dying neuron but rather an unidentified extra-neuronal
stimulus such as aggregates of mutant SOD1 protein or
paracrine signals from cytokines or other secreted molecules. These clusters of microglia may then secondarily
cause damage to nearby motor neurons. Increased
mRNA for IL-1b, IL-12, MIPa,b, TGF-b, and TNF-a
have been reported in the hmSOD1 rat at pre-clinical
stage of disease [20]. These changes in cytokine
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Figure 5 Microglia/macrophages with neurons, astrocytes, and Schwann cells. Dual immunofluorescence of microglia in the ventral horn
and macrophages in the ventral nerve root of hmSOD1 rat. (A,B) GFAP-labeled astrocytes (green) and CD11b-labeled microglia (red) in a ventral
horn at pre-clinical stage (A) and after clinical onset (B). Scale bar in panel A represents 100 μm for A and B. (C) Composite image showing Iba1labeled microglia (red) near NeuN-labeled motor neurons (green) in a pre-clinical rat. Scale bar in panel C represents 200 μm. (D,E) CD11blabeled macrophages (red) relative to bIII-tubulin-labeled axons (D, green) or S100-labeled Schwann cells in ventral nerve root after clinical onset
(E, green). Scale bar in D represents 100 μm for D and E.
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Figure 6 Correlation between CD11b and GFAP expression in
ventral horn. Changes in GFAP and CD11b in lumbar ventral horn
detected with dual immunofluorescence throughout disease
progression. (A,B) The extent relative to intensity of CD11b (A) and
GFAP (B) expression. (C) The extent of expression of CD11b relative
to GFAP expression. (D) The tissue intensity of CD11b relative to
GFAP expression.
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expression are likely associated with the function of the
aggregating microglia. Further analysis is needed to
determine what role these clusters of microglia have in
the neurodegeneration process.
Pre-clinical rats also showed an increase of microglia
in the ventrolateral white matter, where lower motor
neuron axons are known to cross, and an increase in
macrophages in the ventral (motor) nerve root and in
the sciatic nerve. No macrophage accumulation
occurred in the dorsal (sensory) nerve root indicating a
specific association of macrophage changes with lower
motor neuron axons. Dal Canto and Gurney identified
macrophages in the PNS of transgenic hmSOD1 mice
using electron microscopy when the animal model was
initially developed [25], but more descriptive data on
this phenomenon has been lacking to date. Resident
macrophages comprise less than five percent of the cell
population of the peripheral nerve [33]. They express
several macrophage antigens including CD11b, CD68,
and MHC class II [34]. The accumulated macrophages
in the hmSOD1 peripheral nerve expressed CD11b and
CD68, but only few of these cells expressed MHC class
II. This is similar to what is observed following nerve
injury model [34,35]. The macrophages in the hmSOD1
nerve appeared as rings formed around individual axons,
which is also similar to the response after nerve injury
[35,36]. In the murine hmSOD1 model, activation of
Schwann cells in the peripheral nerve prior to clinical
onset has been reported based on increased GFAP
expression [37]. This activation of Schwann cells in
addition to our observation of increased macrophages in
the nerves of hmSOD1 rats might indicate a response to
Wallerian degeneration associated with dying-back of
motor axons that has been described previously in the
mouse model [24]. Although increased macrophages
were detected pre-clinically in both the ventral nerve
root and more distally at the sciatic nerve, it would be
important to know when or if macrophages accumulate
closer to the neuromuscular junction in nerves distal to
the branching of the sciatic nerve. It cannot be ruled
out that these macrophages are responding to an unidentified stimulus or that they contribute to axonal
damage. Further investigation is warranted.
As rats progressed to clinical onset and even further
to disease end-stage, the accumulation of microglia/
macrophages increased further in the ventral horn, the
adjacent white matter region, ventral nerve root, and
sciatic nerve. Within the ventral horn, hypertrophic
astrocytes were now present. This timing of increased
astrocyte activity supports previous findings in the murine model [3,37], although Keller and colleagues
observed temporary increases at earlier stages using live
imaging analysis. Surprisingly, the increase in the extent
or intensity of astrocytic GFAP tissue expression did not
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Figure 7 Expression of CD11b, CD68, and MHC class II in spinal cord and ventral nerve root. Expression of CD11b, CD68, and MHC II in
adjacent sections of ventral spinal cord and ventral nerve root of hmSOD1 rats. (A-C) In pre-clinical stage ventral horn, a cluster of CD11blabeled microglia (A) in the ventral horn (VH, above dashed line) does not co-localize with CD68 (B) or MHC II (C). (D-F) In the ventral horn after
clinical onset, CD11b expression (D) is more widespread and both CD68 (E) and MHC II (F) expression are detected. (G-I) In ventral nerve root
after clinical onset, both CD11b- (G) and CD68-labeled (H) cells are increased, but MHC II-labeled cells (I) remain sparse. Scale bar in panel A
represents 200 μm for all panels.
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have a strong correlation with increases in microglial
CD11b expression within the same tissue samples. We
propose that microglial activation based on CD11b
expression, not astrocytic activation, is a superior histological marker for disease progression in the rat transgenic model of ALS.
Microglial activation markers MHC class II and
CD68 appeared in a subpopulation of cells after clinical onset in the ventral horn as the extent and intensity of CD11b tissue expression continued to increase.
For MHC class II, this stage of detection is similar to
its onset in the murine model [3]. Several studies
reported CD68 expression in the ventral horn in late
stages of disease development [23,38,39]. Few CD68positive cells were detected at pre-clinical stages in the
murine model that had become widespread throughout
the ventral horn at later stages [23]. Also in the murine model, mRNA levels of CD68 have been shown to
be elevated just prior to clinical onset and then
increased further as disease progressed [21,23]. We did
not find remarkable CD68 expression until after clinical onset in the rat model and it never was as widespread relative to the CD11b expression. The
expression pattern we observed was more punctuate,
likely representing lysosomal and not plasma membrane expression, relative to the murine model. The
discrepancies in the onset of CD68 expression and pattern of cellular expression between the rat and mouse
model might have to do with the different antibodies
used, which are species specific and may bind different
isoforms or glycosylation states of CD68.
In hmSOD1 mice, pre-clinical administration of
immunosuppressive drugs prolonged survival [10-12],
while a separate study reported that continually ablated
proliferating microglia in lumbar spinal cord beginning
close to clinical onset resulted in decreased microgliosis
without protection of motor neurons [22]. Interestingly,
modulating microglia activity by eliminating functional
T lymphocytes in the murine hmSOD1 model of ALS
decreased mRNA levels of CD68 and increased levels of
TNF-a and NOX2, which lead to a shorter survival
duration without any change in time of onset [40,41].
Although CD11b expression was increased prior to clinical onset in our study, other microglia activation markers (CD68 and MHC class II) and astrogliosis were
detected in the ventral horn after clinical onset. Taken
together, we suggest that the immunological activity
occurring prior to clinical onset is involved in the induction of motor neuron degeneration, whereas the activity
observed after clinical onset is more involved with other
cell functions such as clearing the debris of degenerated
neurons.
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Conclusion
In summary, this immunohistochemical investigation of
the rat transgenic model of ALS describes the early
accumulation of microglia occurring in the ventral horn
and in adjacent white matter, and macrophages in the
ventral nerve root and sciatic nerve, corresponding with
the path of the soma and axon of lower motor neurons.
The macrophage activity occurring in the nerves needs
to be taking into account in studies involving immunomodulation in transgenic animal models of ALS. We
propose that the pathophysiological immune activity is
different before and after clinical onset of disease.
Further understanding of the microglia/macrophage
activity occurring prior to clinical onset may shed light
on the unresolved mechanism of neurodegeneration and
lead to more targeted immunomodulation therapies that
are effective in stopping neuron loss in ALS.
Acknowledgements
This work has been supported in part by NIH Autoimmunity and Connective
Tissue Biology training grant T32AR007576 from the National Institute of
Arthritis and Musculoskeletal and Skin Diseases.
Authors’ contributions
Design of studies DJG, WFH, BTH. Animal handling, processing of tissue
samples, and imaging/quantification DJG. Writing/reviewing of manuscript
DJG, WFH, BTH. All authors have read and approved the final manuscript.
Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.
Received: 21 December 2009
Accepted: 28 January 2010 Published: 28 January 2010
References
1. Kawamata T, Akiyama H, Yamada T, McGeer PL: Immunologic reactions in
amyotrophic lateral sclerosis brain and spinal cord tissue. Am J Pathol
1992, 140:691-707.
2. Ince PG, Shaw PJ, Slade JY, Jones C, Hudgson P: Familial amyotrophic
lateral sclerosis with a mutation in exon 4 of the Cu/Zn superoxide
dismutase gene: pathological and immunocytochemical changes. Acta
Neuropathol 1996, 92:395-403.
3. Hall ED, Oostveen JA, Gurney ME: Relationship of microglial and astrocytic
activation to disease onset and progression in a transgenic model of
familial ALS. Glia 1998, 23:249-56.
4. Magnus T, Carmen J, Deleon J, Xue H, Pardo AC, Lepore AC, Mattson MP,
Rao MS, Maragakis NJ: Adult glial precursor proliferation in mutant SOD1
(G93A) mice. Glia 2008, 56:200-8.
5. Fendrick SE, Xue QS, Streit WJ: Formation of multinucleated giant cells
and microglial degeneration in rats expressing a mutant Cu/Zn
superoxide dismutase gene. J Neuroinflammation 2007, 4:9.
6. Alexianu ME, Kozovska M, Appel SH: Immune reactivity in a mouse model
of familial ALS correlates with disease progression. Neurology 2001,
57:1282-9.
7. Leichsenring A, Linnartz B, Zhu XR, Lubbert H, Stichel CC: Ascending
neuropathology in the CNS of a mutant SOD1 mouse model of
amyotrophic lateral sclerosis. Brain Res 2006, 1096:180-95.
8. Weydt P, Moller TCA: Neuroinflammation in the pathogenesis of
amyotrophic lateral sclerosis. Neuroreport 2005, 16:527-31.
9. Papadimitriou D, Le Verche V, Jacquier A, Ikiz B, Przedborski S, Re DB:
Inflammation in ALS and SMA: Sorting out the good from the evil.
Neurobiol Dis 2009, Corrected Proof.

Graber et al. Journal of Neuroinflammation 2010, 7:8
http://www.jneuroinflammation.com/content/7/1/8

10. Kriz J, Nguyen MD, Julien JP: Minocycline slows disease progression in a
mouse model of amyotrophic lateral sclerosis. Neurobiol Dis 2002,
10:268-78.
11. Kiaei M, Petri S, Kipiani K, Gardian G, Choi DK, Chen J, Calingasan NY,
Schafer P, Muller GW, Stewart C, Hensley K, Beal MF: Thalidomide and
lenalidomide extend survival in a transgenic mouse model of
amyotrophic lateral sclerosis. J Neurosci 2006, 26:2467-73.
12. Klivenyi P, Kiaei M, Gardian G, Calingasan NY, Beal MF: Additive
neuroprotective effects of creatine and cyclooxygenase 2 inhibitors in a
transgenic mouse model of amyotrophic lateral sclerosis. J Neurochem
2004, 88:576-82.
13. Werdelin L, Boysen G, Jensen TS, Mogensen P: Immunosuppressive
treatment of patients with amyotrophic lateral sclerosis. Acta Neurol
Scand 1990, 82:132-4.
14. Appel SH, Stewart SS, Appel V, Harati Y, Mietlowski W, Weiss W,
Belendiuk GW: A double-blind study of the effectiveness of cyclosporine
in amyotrophic lateral sclerosis. Arch Neurol 1988, 45:381-6.
15. Gordon PH, Moore DH, Miller RG, Florence JM, Verheijde JL, Doorish C,
Hilton JF, Spitalny GM, MacArthur RB, Mitsumoto H, Neville HE, Boylan K,
Mozaffar T, Belsh JM, Ravits J, Bedlack RS, Graves MC, McCluskey LF,
Barohn RJ, Tandan R, Western ALS Study G: Efficacy of minocycline in
patients with amyotrophic lateral sclerosis: a phase III randomised trial.
Lancet Neurol 2007, 6:1045-53.
16. Cudkowicz ME, Shefner JM, Schoenfeld DA, Zhang H, Andreasson KI,
Rothstein JD, Drachman DB: Trial of celecoxib in amyotrophic lateral
sclerosis. Ann Neurol 2006, 60:22-31.
17. Stommel EW, Cohen JA, Fadul CE, Cogbill CH, Graber DJ, Kingman L,
Mackenzie T, Channon Smith JY, Harris BT: Efficacy of thalidomide for the
treatment of amyotrophic lateral sclerosis: A phase II open label clinical
trial. Amyotroph Lateral Scler 2009, 1-12.
18. Hensley K, Floyd RA, Gordon B, Mou S, Pye QN, Stewart C, West M,
Williamson K: Temporal patterns of cytokine and apoptosis-related gene
expression in spinal cords of the G93A-SOD1 mouse model of
amyotrophic lateral sclerosis. J Neurochem 2002, 82:365-74.
19. Hensley K, Fedynyshyn J, Ferrell S, Floyd RA, Gordon B, Grammas P,
Hamdheydari L, Mhatre M, Mou S, Pye QN, Stewart C, West M, West S,
Williamson KS: Message and protein-level elevation of tumor necrosis
factor alpha (TNF alpha) and TNF alpha-modulating cytokines in spinal
cords of the G93A-SOD1 mouse model for amyotrophic lateral sclerosis.
Neurobiol Dis 2003, 14:74-80.
20. Xie Y, Weydt P, Howland DS, Kliot M, Moller T: Inflammatory mediators
and growth factors in the spinal cord of G93A SOD1 rats. Neuroreport
2004, 15:2513-6.
21. Yoshihara T, Ishigaki S, Yamamoto M, Liang Y, Niwa J, Takeuchi H, Doyu M,
Sobue G: Differential expression of inflammation- and apoptosis-related
genes in spinal cords of a mutant SOD1 transgenic mouse model of
familial amyotrophic lateral sclerosis. J Neurochem 2002, 80:158-67.
22. Gowing G, Philips T, Van Wijmeersch B, Audet JN, Dewil M, Bosch Van Den
L, Billiau AD, Robberecht W, Julien JP: Ablation of Proliferating Microglia
Does Not Affect Motor Neuron Degeneration in Amyotrophic Lateral
Sclerosis Caused by Mutant Superoxide Dismutase. J Neurosci 2008,
28:10234-44.
23. Henkel JS, Beers DR, Siklos L, Appel SH: The chemokine MCP-1 and the
dendritic and myeloid cells it attracts are increased in the mSOD1
mouse model of ALS. Mol Cell Neurosci 2006, 31:427-37.
24. Fischer LR, Culver DG, Tennant P, Davis AA, Wang M, Castellano-Sanchez A,
Khan J, Polak MA, Glass JD: Amyotrophic lateral sclerosis is a distal
axonopathy: evidence in mice and man. Exp Neurol 2004, 185:232-40.
25. Dal Canto MC, Gurney ME: Development of central nervous system
pathology in a murine transgenic model of human amyotrophic lateral
sclerosis. Am J Clin Pathol 1994, 145:1271-9.
26. Morrison BM, Shu IW, Wilcox AL, Gordon JW, Morrison JH: Early and
selective pathology of light chain neurofilament in the spinal cord and
sciatic nerve of G86R mutant superoxide dismutase transgenic mice. Exp
Neurol 2000, 165:207-20.
27. Matsumoto A, Okada Y, Nakamichi M, Nakamura M, Toyama Y, Sobue G,
Nagai M, Aoki M, Itoyama Y, Okano H: Disease progression of human
SOD1 (G93A) transgenic ALS model rats. J Neurosci Res 2006, 83:119-33.
28. Weydt PCA, Hong SY, Kliot M, Moller T: Assessing disease onset and
progression in the SOD1 mouse model of ALS. Neuroreport 2003,
14:1051-4.

Page 12 of 12

29. Cho BP, Sugama S, Shin DH, DeGiorgio LA, Kim SS, Kim YS, Lim SY, Park KC,
Volpe BT, Cho S, Joh TH: Microglial phagocytosis of dopamine neurons at
early phases of apoptosis. Cell Mol Neurobiol 2003, 23:551-60.
30. Bauer J, Sminia T, Wouterlood FG, Dijkstra CD: Phagocytic activity of
macrophages and microglial cells during the course of acute and
chronic relapsing experimental autoimmune encephalomyelitis. J
Neurosci Res 1994, 38:365-75.
31. Magnus T, Chan A, Grauer O, Toyka KV, Gold R: Microglial Phagocytosis of
Apoptotic Inflammatory T Cells Leads to Down-Regulation of Microglial
Immune Activation 1. J Immunol 2001, 167:5004-10.
32. Bo L, Mork S, Kong PA, Nyland H, Pardo CA, Trapp BD: Detection of MHC
class II-antigens on macrophages and microglia, but not on astrocytes
and endothelia in active multiple sclerosis lesions. J Neuroimmunol 1994,
51:135-46.
33. Oldfors A: Macrophages in peripheral nerves. Acta Neuropathol 1980,
49:43-9.
34. Monaco S, Gehrmann J, Raivich G, Kreutzberg GW: MHC-positive, ramified
macrophages in the normal and injured rat peripheral nervous system. J
Neurocytol 1992, 21:623-34.
35. Mueller M, Leonhard C, Wacker K, Ringelstein EB, Okabe M, Hickey WF,
Kiefer R: Macrophage response to peripheral nerve injury: the
quantitative contribution of resident and hematogenous macrophages.
Lab Invest 2003, 83:175-85.
36. Mueller M, Wacker K, Ringelstein EB, Hickey WF, Imai Y, Kiefer R: Rapid
response of identified resident endoneurial macrophages to nerve
injury. Am J Pathol 2001, 159:2187-97.
37. Keller AF, Gravel M, Kriz J: Live imaging of amyotrophic lateral sclerosis
pathogenesis: Disease onset is characterized by marked induction of
GFAP in Schwann cells. Glia 2009, 57:1130-42.
38. Ahtoniemi T, Goldsteins G, Keksa-Goldsteine V, Malm T, Kanninen K,
Salminen A, Koistinaho J: Pyrrolidine dithiocarbamate inhibits induction
of immunoproteasome and decreases survival in a rat model of
amyotrophic lateral sclerosis. Mol Pharmacol 2007, 71:30-7.
39. Beers DR, Henkel JS, Xiao Q, Zhao W, Wang J, Yen AA, Siklos L,
McKercher SR, Appel SH: Wild-type microglia extend survival in PU.1
knockout mice with familial amyotrophic lateral sclerosis. Proc Natl Acad
Sci USA 2006, 103:16021-6.
40. Beers DR, Henkel JS, Zhao W, Wang J, Appel SH: CD4 T cells support glial
neuroprotection, slow disease progression, and modify glial morphology
in an animal model of inherited ALS. Proc Natl Acad Sci USA 2008,
105:15558-63.
41. Chiu IM, Chen A, Zheng Y, Kosaras B, Tsiftsoglou SA, Vartanian TK,
Brown RH, Carroll MC: T lymphocytes potentiate endogenous
neuroprotective inflammation in a mouse model of ALS. Proc Natl Acad
Sci USA 2008, 105:17913-8.
doi:10.1186/1742-2094-7-8
Cite this article as: Graber et al.: Progressive changes in microglia and
macrophages in spinal cord and peripheral nerve in the transgenic rat
model of amyotrophic lateral sclerosis. Journal of Neuroinflammation
2010 7:8.

Submit your next manuscript to BioMed Central
and take full advantage of:
• Convenient online submission
• Thorough peer review
• No space constraints or color figure charges
• Immediate publication on acceptance
• Inclusion in PubMed, CAS, Scopus and Google Scholar
• Research which is freely available for redistribution
Submit your manuscript at
www.biomedcentral.com/submit

